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President’s Report 
 

 

Maintaining our mission in the time of COVID-19 
 

How our world has changed. 
 
In the last Newsletter we were announcing a series of forthcoming events, including our Members 
and Friends Day for 21 March and our outreach initiatives at four local community markets from 
Monbulk on 4 March through to Emerald on 19 April. Dorothy Scott, Sue Bendel, Sue Tardif and I did 
fly the Helmeted Honeyeater flag with the marquee at the Monbulk Produce Market on 4 March, but 
that was effectively our last public engagement. 
As a Committee of Management, we have, in terms of our duty of care to our staff, volunteers and 
others, acted in accordance with the precautionary principle. This has meant acting early in the 
interests of safety and health, even in advance of government directives. On 15 March we decided to 
cancel our proposed Members and Friends Day, scheduled for 21 March, even though the then 
current advice from the federal Chief Medical Officer, Brendan Murphy, was that it was permissible 
for events involving less than 500 people to proceed. On 17 March I determined that (even though 
there were only 449 confirmed COVID-19 cases in Australia at the time), with authority granted at the 
March meeting of the Committee of Management, that the Nursery volunteer programme should 
cease from 20 March. This decision was made with particular regard to the age demographic of the 
Nursery volunteers, almost all of whom would be regarded as a vulnerable population with respect to 
the SARS-Cov-2 virus. At this time, the Coordinator of Volunteers for our Field Assistant programme, 
Sue Tardif, oversaw very comprehensive and strict hygiene measures and physical distancing 
requirements. Then, from 25 March, DELWP effectively reassumed responsibility for the Field 
Assistant programme and the volunteer component of that programme ceased. From the period of 
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suspension of the Nursery volunteer programme, 
our Nursery Manager, Michelle Faram and Assistant 
Manager, Shirley Henderson, have continued to 
maintain operations in conditions of strict physical 
distancing. This has included a decision to close the 
Nursery to drop-in visitor sales. Michelle and Shirley 
have been achieving great productivity and have 
been able to prepare and get out orders that have 
been in the pipeline and also position the Nursery in 
respect of propagation and care of plants for the 
needs of the spring orders. A great vote of thanks to 

Michelle and Shirley for these efforts. Sue Tardif and 
Amy Tipton (together with Bruce Quin and Andrew 
Silcock) have been working with the DELWP-led 
Field Assistant programme. Their knowledge, 
expertise, energy and passion have been key to 
allowing that programme to remain on the rails and 
effective. Our Environmental Coordinator, Melanie 
Birtchnell and the Project Manager for our flagship 
‘Beyond Yellingbo’ project, Gaye Gadsden, have 
been working from home, with Mel having the 
additional complications of overseeing the ‘school in 
the home’ for her three school-age children as she 
continues her work role. Gaye has scaled back her 
hours – given that much of her activity is involved in face-to-face interaction with landholders – but has 
used some of this time to develop a comprehensive plan for landholder engagement for the next five 
years.  I have been working with our Treasurer to try and understand the nature of, and our potential 
entitlement to, the various available elements of government support. In particular, the complex (and 
ever-changing) components of the Job Keeper package. We have enrolled in the Job Keeper 
programme. At time of writing we are awaiting the response, but we are hopeful that we have met the 
requisite requirements. Thankyou to Suzanne Cox, our Treasurer, for all the effort that she has put into 

the paperwork associated with these initiatives. Our Committee of Management has continued to 
operate and meet remotely. We have come to some degree of fumbling understanding and partial 
mastery of the intricacies and quirks of the ‘Zoom’ meeting regime, including efficiency of meeting 
deliberations within a 40-minute window. As well as the monthly Committee of Management meeting, 
a number of sub-committees (including our Public Fund Committee and the Steering Committee for the 
Ross Trust grant) have also continued to operate according to Zoom technology. This and other 

Stop Press! 
As we go to press we have just learned of the decision 
by Justice Debra Mortimer in the Federal Court which 
found that the operations of VicForest, in regard to 
number of logging coupes, were in breach of the code 
of practice that governs forest management in 
Victoria. The impact of this conduct has had, and is 
likely to continue to have, major adverse consequences 
for the survivability of the Leadbeater’s Possum and the 
Greater Glider in the wild. This judgement sets an 
important legal precedent in the application of federal 
threatened species protection under the Environmental 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act to the 
conduct of logging in native forests. This has been a 
longstanding legal battle and the decision is testament 
to the enormous preparation and groundwork that has 
been put into this case by the Friends of the 

Leadbeater’s Possum and others, including 
Environmental Justice Australia.  

We salute all those who have worked so hard to 

achieve this result. 
 



 

 
 3 

By Bruce Quin 

platforms, such as Microsoft Teams, has underpinned our participation in external committees with 
which we are involved such as Yarra 4 Life.   

While we have learned to live with, and adapt to, the necessary restrictions associated with 
responsible engagement with the risks associated with the SARS-Cov-2 virus, we yearn for the 
resumption of face to face (albeit with necessary physical distancing) contact. In particular, the 
fellowship and vibrancy of our various volunteer 
programmes (including the Nursery and Field 
Assistants) is something that we look forward to 
resuming when that time is appropriate.    
 

Out in the Field 

 

 

Helmeted Honeyeater 2019/2020 Breeding Season 
Final figures for the 2019/2020 breeding season at Yellingbo NCR are 39 
breeding pairs and 75 fledglings, which is extremely encouraging. The number 
of fledglings produced is a record number for the lifetime of the intensive Recovery Program which 

began in 1989 and the number of breeding pairs is the second highest 
recorded during this time. The consistent rainfall throughout the season 
was conducive to a long and productive breeding season, which fits the 
trend identified approximately a decade ago. Further to the  
record number of fledglings produced is high survivorship of these 

immature birds to the present. Andrew and Sarah Silcocks have individually colour-banded and 
DNA-sampled all but 10 of them, a remarkable achievement! The release of a record 

number of captive-bred birds during August – September last year (36) and the highly 
successful 2019/2020 breeding season by the wild population has also produced another 
record for the Recovery Program. Sue Tardif (Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater) provides the 
following figures, derived from observations of Volunteer Field 
Assistants, staff from Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater and a 
higher than normal number of DELWP staff. During March - April 
2020, 247 individual birds were confirmed as alive, almost 40 
more than for the same period in 2019.  
 

2020 Release of Captive-bred Birds 
The 2020 release of captive-bred birds occurred at Yellingbo NCR despite COVID-19 Stage 3 
restrictions being in place because of limited aviary space at Healesville Sanctuary. However, it 
meant that a limited number of paid staff were used to conduct the releases because of social 

 
In the interim, please keep safe and well -Alan 
 

New record number of fledglings 

in a breeding season! 

75 

New record number of Hehos in  

the history of the Recovery Program! 

247 
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distancing. Amy Tipton, Andrew Silcocks and I conducted the first release, while Andrew and I 
undertook the second release accompanied by Zoos Victoria’s film producer Rick Hammond. The 
release birds were caught by Keepers and given a final Veterinary check and transported to the sites 
mid-late morning of the release day. Thus, the releases were “hard releases”, meaning birds were 
released without acclimatisation in an on-site (Yellingbo) aviary. We were comfortable with this 
strategy because of the success of hard releases last August. 
The first release of nine captive-bred birds occurred on 6th May (2020) at the creek system where 
Helmeted Honeyeaters occurred naturally until the late 1970’s. Although 11 birds had been released 
there on 15th August last year, the number living at the site had dwindled to four (one of the other 
individuals from last year’s release group has been recorded at Cockatoo Swamp sites recently). 
Interestingly, all nine decided to tough it out with two of the existing birds and this also meant that 
they cooperated with our limited monitoring capacity! Their sociality was prevalent as they tolerated 
aggression from the existing birds rather than using the new supplementary feeding stations that we 
had established for them. All nine were recorded between 1618-1648 hours before monitoring 
finished. Twelve days post-release, Amy recorded eight of the nine release birds. The missing bird is 
one of the five females of the release group and she hasn’t been recorded since the 9th May. It is 
possible that she is exploring other sites and so hopefully she will re-appear at her release site or 
another site.  
The second release for 2020 comprised five captive-bred Helmeted Honeyeaters released into the 
west side of Cockatoo Swamp on 13th May. The released birds were immediately joined by a wild 
Helmeted Honeyeater and they quickly found Swamp Gum blossom. As with the first release, natural 
foods in their new habitat kept the newly liberated birds occupied for 30+ minutes post-release.More 
Helmeted Honeyeaters from the east side of the swamp joined them at the release point early 
afternoon and apparently took three of the newly released birds back with them. Andrew found them 
in Swamp Gum blossom near a supplementary feed station on the east side of the swamp between 
1445-1520 hours, but not later. The two that remained on the west side, were still recorded up to 
1545 hours. Monitoring ceased at 1605 hours. Subsequently, the newly released birds have proved 
quite elusive with four of the five being recorded at the release site four days post-release. The only 
female in this release group hasn’t been seen since release day and again we hope that the natural 
dispersal instinct of this sex has her more mobile than the males of the group. 

 

 

 
 

Newly released individual on 
the left demonstrating a 

submissive pose. On the right 3 
newly released Helmeted 
Honeyeaters on 6th May. 

 
 
 

Image: A Silcocks 



 

 
 5 

By Richard Case 

Genetic Rescue 
The genetic rescue progressed significantly in Yellingbo NCR during the 2019/2020 breeding season 
with seven pairs containing a genetic rescue bird and five of these pairs produced eggs. Four pairs 
produced two fledglings each, resulting in eight genetically diverse fledglings. Unfortunately, one of 
these youngsters succumbed to coccidia (an intestinal parasite) and pneumonia. However, the 
remaining seven outcross fledglings produced in the wild during the 2019/2020 breeding season are 
still accounted for. Four Yellow-tufted Honeyeaters collected from Noojee State Forest in May 2019 
maintained progress with genetic rescue work during the 2019/2020 breeding season in captivity by 
successfully breeding with Helmeted Honeyeaters and producing hybrid offspring. One of the four 
fledglings produced from these pairs was 
released into Yellingbo NCR on 6th May and has 
subsequently been recorded almost each day. 
The other three hybrids will be kept for the captive-
breeding colony. 
 

Reveg Rambles 
 
 
 
The 1st March began warm and sunny with a mackerel sky portending rain. On the 
way to our first stop, we came across a large Echidna digging up a nest of ants on 
the edge of the road. It stayed there for a short time then wandered off, as did we. 
On the way down the hill through Maccy Ck Bushland we came across a mob of about 30 Eastern 
Grey Kangaroos. Hopping into deeper cover in more or less single file, we waited back until they had 
gone. Arriving in the lower section we collected a small amount of Silver Banksia seed. Near Maccy 
Ck, we collected decent amounts of Woolly Tea-tree and Scented Paperbark from the edge of the 
swamp. The swamp is looking very beautiful, greening up after recent rain. White-eared Honeyeaters, 
Brown Thornbills and Grey Fantails kept us company, while further out we heard the lonesome call of 
an Australian Raven. Moving on to Manuka Meadows, we collected Manuka (of course!) while a 
Sacred Kingfisher called from the swamp. Heading back, it was becoming windier and we removed 
a large branch from the road. After a late lunch, we went down Shaw Road, admiring the views to the 
north and collecting Victorian Christmas Bush. This is one of those shrubs that always ends up with a 
lot of leaves in with the seeds so we spent a while pre-cleaning it. By the time we had finished, it was 
becoming humid, with rain falling that night as the clouds had predicted. Sadly, this was to be our 
last Reveg Day for a while. Although our work is outdoors, we travel together, making social 
distancing impossible. So for now, we must bump down those sunlit, dusty tracks in our mind’s eye. 
As yet, no future Reveg dates have been set.  

 

Many thanks to the Volunteers for all of the 
dedicated work you undertake for the Recovery 
Program. It will be wonderful when you can return to 
Yellingbo once COVID 19 restrictions ease -Bruce 

Hopefully I’ll have some better news for you in the next edition- Richard 
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By Sue Tardif & Amy Tipton 
A privileged role  

   
 

Sharing the HeHo World 
It’s been a roller coaster ride as we navigate what the COVID-19 pandemic means for us personally, 
and for the programs we run. Most importantly, and foremost in our minds, is that we hope you and 
those around you are all doing OK in this time of such significant change to how we all live, work, 
volunteer and play. We don’t forget that for some of our members this comes on the back of a 
bushfire season that was unprecedented, bringing added issues to contend with.  
After what seemed like almost daily health advice changes needing to be reflected in the Helmeted 
Honeyeater field program procedures, it was on 23 March that volunteer involvement in the field 
program was suspended until further notice. We commend and thank our volunteer team for their 
complete understanding and universal wish to be back on deck when it is safe to do so. At this 
stage, we don’t know when or in what capacity this may be, however, it is our absolute objective. 

 
At a government level it has been determined that the Helmeted Honeyeater field program is an 
essential program. Resources have been directed to it to ensure there are no impacts to the wild 
Helmeted Honeyeater population and the hard-fought gains made over past years as a consequence 
of COVID-19 restrictions. The way we are currently doing things have certainly changed however, 
with the four paid field staff (DELWP staff Bruce & Andrew and FoHH staff Amy & Sue) taking over the 
role that volunteers do. We are supported by Paula Nink (DELWP) who is rostering DELWP Project 
Firefighters to assist until mid-June (at the time I write, 08/05/20). Other DELWP staff are waiting in the 
wings, if needed. Victorians now await the state government changes to the State of Emergency at 
midnight 1st June and the changes it will bring, if any, for you, us and the field program. In the 
meantime, the Helmeted Honeyeaters and the natural world they inhabit alongside so many other 
fabulous plant, animal and fungi species at Yellingbo NCR is a pretty magical refuge. Their world 

 

Crisp Autumn 

mornings at 

Yellingbo Nature 

Conservation Reserve 
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continues unscathed (we trust) from the pandemic. The autumn 2020 captive 
Helmeted Honeyeater release into YNCR waits for no man or pandemic but 
see Bruce Q’s article for more on that.  
 
On a personal level, we consider ourselves blessed. We work within an ever 
changing, ever beautiful – despite the challenges it has – ecosystem that few 
tread in. Down the track, we look forward to sharing this space again with our 
volunteer team. In the meantime, we wish you all joyful moments in the natural 
world that surrounds you, wherever you may be, and we hope you enjoy some 
images of what we are seeing within YNCR at the moment. If you love fungi - 
and who doesn’t?? – it’s been a fantastic season. Sue’s done her best to 
identify the species, but welcomes corrections (kindly) if they’re wrong! 
 
Stay well. Stay connected.     

 
 
 

 

 

 Images by S. Tardif and A.Tipton 
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By Melanie Birtchnell 
Coordinator’s Column 
  
 
 

 
 

 
Well! What a difference a season made! All the planning of upcoming planting days and 
Ambassador programme visits I reported in my Summer Column…are…well, still plans! The current 
health situation meant our volunteer planting days, school excursions, school visits and more needed 
to be cancelled. I am happy the Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater have played our part in keeping 
our community healthy and I am looking forward to welcoming people out to the Reserve again in 
due course! 
Despite the cancelled activities, it has been a busy period with many projects still bubbling away. 
Some have taken on a different form, including our Equity Trustees community engagement project 
which has been modified on account of social distancing measures. This project aimed to increase 
awareness of the Helmeted Honeyeater for communities within 30 kilometres of Yellingbo Nature 
Conservation Reserve. A team of volunteers were recruited, primarily to place educational materials 
such as brochures and posters in local community gathering places (community houses, cafes, 
libraries, etc.) and become community advocates. Clearly and unfortunately, these outlets have been 
hugely hit by the social distancing measures! So, we have increased our community engagement 
through social media, particularly Facebook. You may have noticed our Facebook posts have 
become more regular.  

 
Other projects, such as the Helmeted Honeyeater Recovery Team, continue in full strength! How 
swiftly we have all adapted to online meeting rooms to continue working for species and habitat 
conservation. Many of us are using this time to strengthen our partnerships and consider our future 
strategic plans. As always, I am so impressed with the huge network with whom I work. As well as a 
great team of staff and volunteers (including the FoHH committee) within FoHH, there are so many 
committed and enthusiastic partners involved in the Helmeted Honeyeater Recovery Team and other 
collaborations with which we are involved. Threatened species conservation is tough (and 
sometimes, wearisome) work, yet the kind and respectful relationships we all foster ensure there is a 
great feeling of working together for a shared vision. It is great to have such a passionate team with 
whom to celebrate the successes, too! Thank you for your part in supporting this vital work.  
 
 

Hello Friends! 

 

Please follow us on Facebook to see our news and updates in between copies of the HeHo Herald 

Warming winter wishes -Mel 
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By Michelle Faram 

 

Nursery News  
 
 
 
What a strange couple of months it has been since our last newsletter. Our life as we  
had known it was completely changed when the COVID-19 virus made an appearance  
in Australia. After discussion with members of our committee it was decide for the safety and 

wellbeing of our volunteers they should no longer attend the nursery. 
We made some changes to the way we were doing things but with 
lots of volunteers attending nursery days, our rather cramped 
facilities made it difficult to socially distance ourselves and it was 
deemed for the best to temporarily halt our volunteer program.With 
just two part-time nursery staff left and a huge amount of orders to 
complete along with all of the other propagation and maintenance 
tasks to keep on top of, it was decided that operating retail sales 
would be difficult to maintain and also put the staff under 
unnecessary risk, so this too was put on hold. Shortly after these 
decisions were made isolation and travel restrictions were put in 

place by the Government. The nursery is still taking phone and email 
orders, but unless the customer is a business or organisation we are 
currently delivering their orders. Yarra Ranges Council staff member 
Tim Brown has kindly offered to deliver the Ribbons of Green Program 
plants for us, which will be a fantastic help. Shirley and I have been 
making steady progress through our mountain of orders but the 

weather has not been kind to us either. Autumn is usually mild with lots of sunny days and pleasant 
working weather this year seems to have been very different with lots of cloud cover and plenty of 
rain. On Thursday 30th April we had a big hailstorm which fortunately didn’t do too much damage but 
left the nursery covered in a white blanket and then on Thursday 7th May we were 
unable to work at the nursery due to the issuing of a severe weather warning for 
strong winds. The one good thing about this was we were able to take home bags 
of plant material to turn into cuttings. 
Correa, Pultenaea, Goodenia, Spyridium 
amongst other species. Most of these will 
be for our 2021 plant sales.  
While we are missing all of the assistance 
with nursery tasks that the nursery 
volunteers perform, most of all we miss 
the social connection and the cheery 
banter that radiates from our team of 

Pssst, hey Shirley don’t 
tell the vollies what we 

have really been up to in 
their absence. They will 
just think we have been 

really working hard! 
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Donations are very important to us and help support the 
variety of conservation activities FoHH undertakes for 
our special bird. So our thanks go to the generosity of... 

nursery volunteers going about those tasks. We know however, this period of isolation will benefit 
everyone in the long run and hopefully it won’t be to long before we can all get together again. 
There is not a lot in flower at the nursery currently, there has been lots of other natural activity of 
interest, from birds like the Firetail Finch found in an igloo to caterpillars, praying mantis and a large 
European wasp’s nest on the nature strip near the nursery and propagation trays filled with hail.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

    Heho Supporters    
 
Amy Tipton Liz Barrington Eliza Lamb Beverley Faram Marilyn Edwards Graeme 
Edwards WK Ruth Smith Phyllis Noyes Shirley Everitt Kathleen and Margo Cameron 
Ritchies Stores and all those contributors to stamp donations! 
 

 

FoHH would like to acknowledge the 
ongoing support from Yarra Ranges 
Shire for printing and distribution of 

the Heho Herald. 
 

If you shop at IGA, you can nominate 
FoHH on your Community Benefits 
Card and 0.5% of your shopping 

docket will be directed to us. 

Images by M. Faram 

Heho Merchandise 
 Watch this space! 

Unfortunately, we are unable to fill any requests for our current range of merchandise during the COVID-19 restrictions 
as we are unable to access our storage units. We are currently working on an exciting new range of merchandise. We 
will advertise them as they become available and it will be possible to order these at that time as they will be stored 
where they are fully accessible. 

If anyone has suggestions for products please email possum56@gmail.com 
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Contacts 
Friends of the Helmeted Honeyeater Office & Nursery 
Address 1217 Macclesfield Road, Yellingbo 3139  
Post PO Box 131 Woori Yallock 3139 
p) 5964 8341  
e) info@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au  
www.helmetedhoneyeater.org.au 

Committee Members 
President Alan Clayton e) president@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Vice President Gretchen 
Szabat Secretary Stephen Garth e) secretary@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Treasurer 
Suzanne Cox e) treasurer@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au General Members Bruce Quin, 
Robin Young, Sue Bendel, Richard Case, Mariea Pacheco 

Support roles 
DELWP Ornithologist Bruce Quin Works & Reveg Coordinator Richard Case Nursery 
Manager Michelle Faram e) plantnursery@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Webmaster Stephen 
Garth e) webmaster@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Environmental Coordinator Melanie 
Birtchnell e) environmentalcoordinator@helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Merchandise Sue 
Bendel Field Volunteer Coordinator Sue Tardif Fundraising Coordinator Dorothy Scott e) 
dorothy@avonsfield.com.au Newsletter Editor Melanie Treweek Dunn e) newsletter@ 
helmetedhoneyeater.org.au Yellingbo to Butterfield Project Gaye Gadsden e) 
dave989gaye@bigpond.com Landcare Facilitator Anne Fitzpatrick m) 0488 766 113 e) 
facilitator@yrl.org.au 
 

FoHH respectfully acknowledge the Wurundjeri People as the Traditional Custodians of the lands 
known as Yellingbo Nature Conservation Reserve. We recognise their continuing connection to 
land, water and wildlife and pay our respect to Elders past, present and emerging. 


